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Thesis
This Hong Kong is no longer my turf
Just try to think I'm traveling elsewhere
—My Little Airport1

From an introduction to quantum theory:
Niels Bohr proposed the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum theory, which asserts
that a particle is whatever it is measured to be (for example, a wave or a particle), but
that it cannot be assumed to have specific properties, or even to exist, until it is
measured. In short, Bohr was saying that objective reality does not exist. This translates
to a principle called superposition that claims that while we do not know what the state
of any object is, it is actually in all possible states simultaneously, as long as we don't
look to check.2
What if the world we are in contact with exists only when we assume a “point of view”? How
can we understand Heidegger’s speculation that thought does not derive from the subject, but
from the space “out” and “there”, at the point when Being is present in a subject?
The ecstatic essence of existence is therefore still understood inadequately as long as one
thinks of it as merely “standing out,” while interpreting the “out” as meaning “away
from” the inside of an immanence of consciousness and spirit. For in this manner,
existence would still be understood in terms of “subjectivity” and “substance”; while, in
fact, the “out” ought to be understood in terms of the openness of Being itself. The stasis

My Little Airport, Brave New Hong Kong (song), The Right Age For Marriage (album), Harbour
Records, Hong Kong, 2014
1

Margaret Rouse, Quantum Theory, http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/quantum-theory (Accessed
October 21, 2017)
2
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of the ecstatic consists-strange as it may sound-in standing in the “out” and “there” of
unconcealedness in which Being itself is present. 3

I am interested in such questions, and in my daily life I observe the formation of conditions for
these questions to arise. I used to share a room with a friend and we divided the room with a
curtain. Every morning my friend’s iPhone alarm clock would ring, and the ring tone would
appear to me distant, weak, slow and subtle. In those moments, I would always be in a state of
being half-awake and half-asleep - aware of the divided room, but having a hard time locating
the sound and where I was. It seemed to me that everything in those hallucinatory experiences
was not fully formed, but about to be realized - to claim a subject.

As the lyrics at the beginning of this text suggest, the moment a place becomes strange to you,
you begin to see it creatively. When we travel to a new place, we lack any preconceived notion
and a goal - instead, we wander, linger, prose... aimlessly. To borrow a Kantian term:
purposiveness without purpose, finality without end.

When I look back at my own art practice, it seems that this feeling of foreignness and uncertainty
has been accompanying me all along. I was trained as a painter in the Western academic
tradition, but I have never experienced any firm affiliation with that artistic identity; I feel
affected immediately when I see a traditional Chinese painting, but the more I look, the more I
feel a separated from this heritage; I am influenced by many artists, but I do not feel closely

Martin Heidegger, The Way Back into the Ground of Metaphysics, translation by Walter Kaufmann, in
Existentialism: From Dostoevsky to Sartre, Meridian Books, Inc. New York, 1960
3
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related to any of them. I have learned a lot from different traditions, but this strange feeling of
distance and disconnectedness is what allows me the freedom and keeps me at play.

I relate this freedom to Kant’s reflective judgment, vis-a-vis aesthetic regime, to which Gilles
Deleuze gave a succinct interpretation:
The various faculties enter into an accord which is no longer determined by any one of
them, and which is all the deeper because it no longer has any rule, and because it
demonstrates a spontaneous accord of the Ego and the I under the conditions of a
beautiful nature. The Sublime goes even further in this direction: it brings the various
faculties into play in such a way that they struggle against one another, the one pushing
the other towards its maximum or limit, the other reacting by pushing the first towards
an inspiration which it would not have had alone. Each pushes the other to the limit, but
each makes the one go beyond the limit of the other. It is a terrible struggle between
imagination and reason, and also between understanding and the inner sense, a struggle
whose episodes are the two forms of the Sublime, and then Genius. It is a tempest in the
depths of a chasm opened up in the subject. The faculties confront one another, each
stretched to its own limit, and find their accord in a fundamental discord: a discordant
accord is the great discovery of the Critique of Judgement, the final Kantian reversal.
Separation which reunites was Kant's first theme, in the Critique of Pure Reason. But at
the end he discovers discord which produces accord. An unregulated exercise of all the
faculties, which was to define future philosophy, just as for Rimbaud the disorder of all
the senses was to define the poetry of the future. A new music as discord, and as a
discordant accord, the source of time. 4
Deleuze call this “a higher form of feeling”5, “sensible expression of a pure judgment, of a pure
operation of judging”6. I read and interpret this as related to the ‘freedom’ of art. As Immanuel
Kant writes:
Gilles Deleuze, Kant's Critical Philosophy: The Doctrine of the Faculties, translated by Hugh
Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam, The Athlone Press, London, 1984
4
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In [dealing with] a product of fine art we must become conscious that it is art rather than
nature, and yet the purposiveness in its form must seem as free from all constraint of
chosen rules as if it were a product of mere nature. It is this feeling of freedom in the play
of our cognitive powers, a play that yet must also be purposive, which underlies that
pleasure which alone is universally communicable although not based on concepts.
Nature, we say, is beautiful [schön] if it also looks like art; and art can be called fine
[schön] art only if we are conscious that it is art while yet it looks to us like nature. 7
According to Kant, art lies neither in imitation/mimicry, nor in the expression of some individual
subject. But rather, the state of freedom in the process of production of art, both for the artist who
produces it, and the spectator who encounters it, cannot be truly reached until we give up
attaching the artificial/man-made aspect to it, and regarding it as ‘nature’. Kant reinforces this
point in the following:
We then judge nature no longer as it appears as art, but insofar as it actually is art
(though superhuman art), and [so we make a] teleological judgment that serves the
aesthetic one as a foundation and condition that it must take into account.8
Kant conflates art and nature as if they were the same thing when we judge them aesthetically.
But the question is what kind of ‘nature’ is Kant talking about here? Is there a ‘nature’ that’s
totally independent from human beings? If not, how do we understand it so that we can address
the concept of art? This connects to some beautifully articulated passages by Jacques Rancière:
…The aesthetic rupture arranges a paradoxical form of efficacy, one that relates to a
disconnection between the production of artistic savoir-faire and social destination,
between sensory forms, the significations that can be read on them and their possible
effects. Let us call it the efficacy of dissensus, which is not a designation of conflict as
such, but is a specific type thereof, a conflict between sense and sense. Dissensus is a
conflict between a sensory presentation and a way of making sense of it, or between
Immanuel Kant, CRITIQUE OF JUDGMENT, including the First Introduction, translated with an
Introduction by Werner S. Pluhar, with a Foreword by Mary J. Gregor, Hackett Publishing Company,
1987
7
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several sensory regimes and/or 'bodies'. This is the way in which dissensus can be said to
reside at the heart of politics, since at bottom the latter itself consists in an activity that
redraws the frame within which common objects are determined.
…If there exists a connection between art and politics, it should be cast in terms of
dissensus, the very kernel of the aesthetic regime: artworks can produce effects of
dissensus precisely because they neither give lessons nor have any destination. 9
Can we replace Kant’s ‘nature’ with this ‘dissensus’? Is it possible, to bring Kantian search for
aesthetic common sense (sensus communis) closer to the idea of dissensus?

Thierry de Duve in his essay Resisting Adorno, Revamping Kant, raises the issue of ‘ugliness’:
Such orthodox, ‘affirmative’ readings also focus on beauty and leave the negativity of
ugliness aside, or simply expel it from Kant’s aesthetics. When their biases are corrected,
when the issue of ugliness is raised from within the third critique and allowed to occupy
center stage, when suffering, the negative feeling ugliness yields, is assessed positively,
when the conflict of the faculties, of which the feeling of ugliness is the sign, is granted a
place in aesthetic theory, then the violence reigning among humans comes to the fore and
casts doubt on the factual reality of sensus communis; then the harmony of the subject’s
faculties can no more be taken for granted than harmony among humans. 10
Ase de Duve himself repeatedly emphasized, “there is room for negative aesthetic judgment in
Kant”11. On the other hand, this point turns obscure when we think of the relationship between
sensus communis and negative feeling. But isn’t precisely this negative feeling/dissensus/judging
what makes us aesthetic/political beings? Isn’t this what both allows and prompts us to construct

Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On politics and Aesthetics, edited and translated by Steven Corcoran,
Bloomsbury Publishing, London, 2010
9

Thierry de Duve, Resisting Ardono, Revamping Kant, Art and Aesthetics After Adorno, Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2010
10

11
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the sensus communis? Yes, the sensus communis is not a faculty that is already there, but is the
telos that is set up at the formation of the human faculties.

For me, art is meaningful because it triggers and enhances the aesthetic quarrel, where the
negative feeling shares the voice. In other words, ‘politicizing art’12 is implied at the beginning
of art, and I wish to make art to think and find the ‘artist’ in everybody.

In April 2016, I realized a project in a corridor, located in the Hunter College MFA building,
which connects the studio area with the Building Safety area. Working on site, I became
interested and also familiar with the infrastructure of the space. I was interested not in turning a
banal utilitarian location into an exhibition space, but how, by making small, almost invisible
changes to the objects and shadows that already existed in space, as well as embedding artworks
that were mirroring them, I can create a new heightened experience. The project relied on slight
alterations, repetitions and reflections and challenged the viewer to spend time to unravel
everything, layer by layer, transitioning into an experience where the author’s attention becomes
viewer’s attention.

Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, Illuminations, translated by
Harry Zohn, edited and with an intrudection by Hannah Arendt, preface by Leon Wieseltier, Schocken
Books, New York, 2007
12
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Corridor, 2016, Installation View

Corridor, 2016, Installation View
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In May, this year, I realized a project in my studio, Location (video view of Installation: https://
vimeo.com/219131673; Headphone audio: https://langzhang.bandcamp.com/album/headphoneaudio).

Location, 2017, Installation View

!9

Location, 2017, Installation View

Location, 2017, Installation View
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A white column connected the ceiling and the floor, drawing a space of presentation. Eight
headphones hung on the column were playing eight different audio recordings of sounds from
various locations in the city - one or two were leaking out of the headphones into the space. Four
dispersed speakers were playing four different audio tracks: planes flying overhead, tap water
dripping, water hitting bank, and the sounds from the live recording in the space. The installation
included a landscape painting purchased at a flea market, three videos, looping still scenes of
three different locations (waterscapes), and three monochrome paintings echoing the hue of the
videos hung on the opposite wall. As all the materials were consistently interrupting and
interacting with each other, I was hoping to create a field in which the viewers would actively
engage in the process of locating, mobilizing and making sense, encountering the subjectivities
reflected in these activities. In the course of realization of this project I had a chance to think
deeper about the concept of intelligence that doesn’t manifest itself at the moment you recognize
or understand something, but, quite the opposite, is realized at the moment when everything gets
in suspension, and cannot but appear indeterminate.

In the words of Catherine Malabou:
“intelligence is nothing, and at the same time it is everything. It is the pure disposition, the ability
to everything without having a being. This is what a gift is.”13

I started articulating my thesis project when I got engaged in the process of making. For me an
idea is not something that already exists, but the process in which my mind tunes in with the
Catherine Malabou, Metamorphoses of Intelligence, the Wellek Library Lectures, the Critical Theory
Institute at UC Irvine, 2015
13
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space. I let the space tell me what to do, as I discover different aspects of it that are not apparent
at first glance. My time spent in the space engenders and develops the work, which becomes
more specific as the making overlaps with the process of tuning. The potential of the gift/
disposition lies precisely in this process.

When you enter the gallery there is a huge ground floor space in front of a staircase. And all the
pieces of work that constitute the thesis project are embedded into every corner of this huge
empty space. A video projected on the floor oscillates between different scenes, the camera
slowly moving around two buildings (the old Hunter MFA building and the current Hunter MFA
building). On the wall under the staircase there is a projected still black and white image of a city
scene, also from under the staircase there is a constant recurring daily sound/noise (freight
handling, phone ringing…). On the other side of the space, by the corner of the small window,
there is a screen playing a translated poem, the reciting voice coming from the ceiling. A painting
with the same image as the one projected under the stairs is leaning by the window, on a
specially built shelf embedded in the architecture. One can take the shelf as a peculiar feature of
the existing architecture, itself rich on odd nooks and crannies. By the side of the big window,
there is a pipe hanging down from the ceiling and there is sound/song coming out of it. When
standing around the pipe, looking out of the window there is a cart on the sidewalk containing a
monitor that plays a video with two parts ( Part 1 outside of old Hunter MFA building on West
41st Street – Part 2 inside of current Hunter MFA studio spaces); looking up at the ceiling from a
point close to the pipe one can see a mirror reflecting the cart on the sidewalk. All these senses
are embedded in the existing architecture and can be missed or neglected at first. Not before

!12

some process of walking, looking and listening do they become more visible and start to connect.
The more time one spends in the space the more their tuning gradually happens.

In traditional cinema, the narrative develops sequentially as time passes. The mind travels to
distant locations, and oscillates between past, present and future, while the body of the viewer
remains still. In contrast, in the exhibition space the viewer navigates the content of the work at
their own freely chosen, or directed by the artist, spatial trajectory. Thus by considering the very
nature of the exhibition space, I hope to take the advantage of this nature as much as possible.

As a traveller/artist, I try to carry as little baggage as possible so that I can focus on observing
and reflecting. As I find myself caught into the game of appearances, I try to delve into it so that
I can focus on the incompleteness that can suspend and enhance my thinking. Anything that
helps me apply this conceptual program could be my medium.
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